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Abstract
This study used reaction-time measures to examine how people respond to happy, neutral and
angry emotional expressions in faces whose features vary in degree of femininity and
masculinity. Prior researchers (Becker, Kenrick, Neuberg & Blackwell, 2007) proposed that the
tendency to perceive happiness more quickly in women and anger more quickly in men is based
primarily on differences in the physical structure of the face. We tested this theory and an
alternative theory that gender-biased judgments of emotion are based less on the structure of the
face, and more on the social cues used to distinguish gender. In addition, we examined whether
neutral faces are perceived differently on women and men and proposed a social-learning
framework to understand a current media-trend in social-evaluation called Resting Bitch Face.
Facial features impacted judgments of emotion in women but not men. Also, a neutral
expression with feminine features was more likely to be labeled as angry when the target was a
woman than when it was a man. Results suggest that existing theories should be extended to
include how feminine and masculine features interact with gender to form a more complex
system of processing gender-biased judgments of emotion.

JUDGING FACIAL EXPRESSIONS OF EMOTION

3

Judging Facial Expressions of Emotion: Effects of Gender
It is well established that gender biases how we view people (Oh, Buck & Todorov,
2019; Brescoll, Okimoto & Vial, 2018; Ridgeway, 2009; Schneider, Tinsley, Cheldelin &
Amanatullah, 2010; Plant, Hyde, Keltner & Devine, 2000). From before we are born, people ask
the question: “Is it a girl or a boy?” With this concept of gender comes different expectations,
different assumptions and different stereotypes. Some of these stereotypes include expectations
about emotion. Two particular emotions that have been linked to gender and are the particular
focus of this paper are happiness and anger. In this study, we evaluated the role played by
gender cues on judgments of emotional expressions.
The influence of gender expectations on perception has been a topic of research for
decades (Seavey, Katz & Zalk, 1975; Condry & Condry, 1976; Paludi & Gullo, 1985; Plant,
Hyde, Keltner, & Devine, 2000). A key early study, known as the “Baby X” study (Seavey et
al., 1975) pioneered a wave of research analyzing how adults interact differently with girls and
boys. Participants were introduced to an infant wrapped in a yellow blanket and were either told
that it was a girl or a boy (or were given no information regarding the baby’s sex). They found
that participants’ beliefs about the sex of the baby affected their interactions. That is,
participants were more likely to play with gender-specific toys (e.g., doll, football) depending on
whether they thought the baby was a girl or boy. For babies with no gender-label, participants
were asked what sex they believed the child to be. Participants justified their answers based on
stereotypical cues (e.g., strength of baby, fragility, etc.). The findings from this study suggest
that gender-linked variations in the infants’ behavior may be less important than adult
expectations in determining interactions with young children.
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The tendency to choose a gender-specific toy was even more pronounced when
participants thought the baby was a girl than when they thought it was a boy. Interestingly, the
baby used in the study was indeed female which could have confounded the results. Therefore, a
follow-up study was conducted by Sidorowicz and Lunney (1980) using both a female and male
infant. As was the case in the 1975 study, they found that adults interacted in different, sex
gender-stereotyped ways with the same infant depending on the gender label provided. The
actual sex of the infant did not result in differential responses from subjects. Their conclusions
were the same as those of the original investigators – providing a gender label is far more
important in determining adults’ expectancies and behaviors in interaction than actual gender
differences in the infants.
Since then, many studies have been done analyzing how beliefs about a child’s sex not
only affect interactions, but also interpretations of ambiguous behavior. In another landmark
study, Condry and Condry (1976) found that crying babies who are believed to be female are
more likely to be perceived as sad or scared while crying babies who are believed to be male are
more likely to be perceived as angry. In their study, participants rated a videotape of an infant’s
emotional reaction to four stimuli (e.g., Teddy bear, jack-in-the-box) and were told either that
they were watching a girl or a boy. Participants’ interpretation of the child’s reaction to the jackin-the-box varied as a function of the child’s gender label. The “female” infant was rated as less
angry and more afraid than the “male” infant. These findings illustrate the idea that behavioral
difference observed in girls and boys may be the result of adults’ confirmation bias.
Confirmation bias is the tendency to search for, interpret, favor, and recall information in a way
that confirms one's preexisting beliefs or hypotheses.
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The extent to which females and males make, or are believed to make, different
expressions has been the topic of much research (Fabes & Martin, 1991; Garrido & Prada, 2017;
LaFrance et al., 2003; Plant et al., 2000; Condry & Condry, 1976). Women typically smile more
than men (LaFrance, Hecht & Levy., 2003), and men typically express anger more (Fabes &
Martin, 1991) and in more overt ways (Archer, 2004) than women. Perhaps this pairing of
emotion and gender results in faster cognitive processing for happiness in women and for anger
in men. Studies confirm that we are faster and more accurate at identifying happiness in female
faces and that we respond faster and more accurately to anger in male faces (Garrido & Prada,
2017). Researchers have also paid close attention to how physical features of the face affect the
way emotion is perceived (Becker, Kenrick, Neuberg, Blackwell & Smith, 2007).
Feminine features, also known as “baby-faced” features, consist of features such as
higher eyebrows, bigger eyes, and smaller jaw. Masculine features, or “mature-faced” features,
are defined by features such as low brow-ridge, small eyes, and wide jaw. Research suggests
that sexually dimorphic features may lead to stereotype-based judgments, i.e. baby-faced features
were associated with traits such as warmth, whereas mature-faced features were associated with
competence (Friedman & Lebrowitz, 1992; Palumbo, Adams, Hess & Zebrowitz, 2017).
Women’s faces are typically smaller and more baby-faced than men’s and these
variations have strong implications for gender stereotypes. Palumbo et al. (2017) analyzed the
evaluation of women and men displaying neutral, happy, angry, and surprise expressions. They
found that participants viewed younger faces as warmer than older faces and female faces as
warmer than male faces. Specifically, there was a sex-by-trait interaction such that young female
faces were viewed as significantly warmer than mature-faced males.
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Friedman and Zebrowitz (1992) showed that sex stereotypes are inﬂuenced by typical sex
differences in facial appearance. Baby-faced women were perceived as warmer and less
powerful than mature-faced men. However, when the female faces were manipulated to be
mature-faced and the male faces to be baby-faced, the gender stereotyped attribution of warmth
and power were reversed. Mature-faced women were perceived as more competent than babyfaced men and baby-faced men were perceived as warmer than mature-faced women.
In 2007, Becker and his colleagues conducted a study with adult faces where they
manipulated the features, but eliminated cues of gender such as hair and dress. Their claim was
that the differences we see in responses to happiness and anger in women and men’s faces are
essentially the differences in response to the physical structure of the face. They argued for an
evolutionary perspective on how judgments of emotions are made, rather than a socially-learned
bias towards confirming gender-stereotyped beliefs. They theorized that the sexes afford
different opportunities evolutionarily insomuch as women are less physically threatening than
men who are more likely to be aggressive and dangerous.
To test this theory, Becker et al. (2007) used face-generating software to create faces that
were either feminine or masculine. They removed gender cues such as hair and dress so that it
was just a head with a face. Their methods allowed for more careful comparisons, but results of
this study were generally consistent with previous research. Happiness was responded to faster
and more accurately when the faces were feminine and anger was responded to faster and more
accurately when the faces were masculine. In addition to differences in reaction times to
emotion, they also found that masculine faces were rated as angrier than feminine faces
regardless of their actual expression. In one experiment, participants viewed nine pairs of faces.
Each pair consisted of a feminine and masculine version of the same face. The emotional

JUDGING FACIAL EXPRESSIONS OF EMOTION

7

expression of the first four pairs was neutral on both the feminine and masculine versions. For
the remaining five pairs, the emotional expression was opposite of the associations, with the
feminine versions being made to look either slightly angrier or slightly less happy than the
masculine versions. They found that in all nine cases, the masculinize version of the face was
judged to be the angrier of the two.
The researchers concluded that facial features are more predictive of perceived emotion
than the actual emotion being displayed. This supported their view that reactions to emotion are
hardwired impulses that developed evolutionarily in response to structural sex-differences in the
face. Although they recognized that preconceived ideas about gender-typical behavior do play a
role in the shaping judgements, they proposed that our learned biases are less influential than
biological determinants. However, while these researchers did eliminate gender cues such as
hair and dress, they did not necessarily control for it. In fact, participants still indicated, with
94% accuracy, the sex of the face. Even in the absence of gender cues, participants mentally
ascribed a gender to each face, which could have activated their preconceived expectations of the
sexes and thus led to the obtained results.
Current Study
Is it true that the structural sex-differences in faces are what determine gender-typed
responses, above anything we’ve come to learn socially? This study attempts to answer that
question. Becker et al.’s efforts to control for gender cues by removing them entirely proved to
be ineffective. Ninety-four percent of participants still mentally ascribed a sex to the face. This
means that even though gender cues were removed, participants reported that they saw either a
woman or a man. Instead of removing gender cues all together, in this study we control gender
cues by presenting each face once as a woman and once as a man (defined by hair and dress).
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The physical features of the face were manipulated as a separate factor to be either feminine or
masculine as expressed in the eyes, nose, and mouth. The same face was then used to create two
separate portraits (faces depicting only head and shoulders); one woman and one man.
Previous research has found that people respond faster to positive emotion than to
negative (Polermo & Coltheart, 2004; Wells et al., 2016). It is well documented that happiness
elicits faster reaction times than anger (Becker et al., 2007; Polermo & Coltheart, 2004, Wells et
al., 2016). One explanation for this is that negative stimuli activate threat-monitoring
mechanisms that slow down one’s ability to classify these items because they share cognitive
resources with other self-protective processes (Becker et al., 2007). Therefore, our first
prediction was that happy faces would have faster reaction times than angry faces overall
(Hypothesis 1).
If facial features are the primary cause of gender differences in recognizing emotions as
Becker et al. (2007) have proposed, then we should find that feminine features produce faster
responses to happiness and masculine features produce faster responses to anger, regardless of
the target’s gender presentation (Hypothesis 2). However, if we are correct in our prediction that
gender presentation will have a larger effect on reaction times to emotion, then we should see
that happiness is responded to faster in faces that are presented as women, and anger is
responded to faster in faces that are presented as men, regardless of the facial features
(Hypothesis 3).
Our fourth prediction was that a neutral expression would more often be seen as angry on
a woman’s face and happy on a man’s (Hypothesis 4). This idea is based off one experiment in
Becker et al.’s (2007) study where they added gender-typical clothing to a face whose features
were androgynous and whose emotion was neutral. The result indicated that adding gender-
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typical clothing to an androgynous face with a neutral expression influences judgments of anger
and happiness in the opposite direction of what gender stereotypes would predict (i.e., women
seen as angry, men were seen as happy). They concluded that the results of their earlier
experiments must not be from a socially-learned bias that women are happy and men are angry,
otherwise they would have seen evidence of confirmation-bias toward perceiving happiness in
women and anger in men. Instead, researchers argued that the results obtained in their study on
response times to happiness and anger resulted from structural differences in the face that cue
different responses.
In this study, we extend Becker et al.’s (2007) finding that neutral expressions produced
judgements that were opposite of what stereotype confirmation-bias would predict, by attempting
to replicate this phenomenon as well as offer an alternative explanation that is socially-learned.
This explanation holds social backlash accountable for why neutral expressions may be seen as
angry on a woman’s face but not on a man’s. This type of backlash can be described as social
penalties for counterstereotypical behavior (Schneider et al., 2010, Brescoll et al., 2018). We
predicted that when a woman’s expression fails to confirm the social bias towards women being
happy, it triggers perceivers’ negative evaluation of them.
In summary, the first 3 hypotheses were tested using a 2x2x2 repeated-measures factorial
ANOVA. Specifically, the 3 factors compared are facial features (feminine, masculine), gender
presentation (women, man), and emotional expression (happy, angry). First, we tested the
prediction that happiness will elicit faster reaction times from participants than anger. We then
tested the theory that feminine features elicit faster responses to happiness and masculine
features elicit faster responses to anger. Finally, we tested the idea that faces presented as women
will elicit faster responses to happiness than faces presented as men, and that faces presented as
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men will elicit faster reaction tomes to anger than faces presented as women regardless of how
feminine or masculine the facial features are. This pattern would indicate that perceptions of
emotion are influenced by gender cues independent of the physical structure of the face as
proposed by Becker et al (2007).
Our final hypothesis, in contrast to Becker et al (2007), was that neutral expressions will
be more likely to be judged as anger in women and as happiness in men. This is in contrast to
what stereotype confirmation-bias would suggest. If women are seen as angry when their
expressions are neutral while men are seen as happy, it could have important implications for
how women are judged in social settings such as schooling and the workplace. For example,
studies have shown that a woman can be likeable or she can be competent, but she cannot be
simultaneously likable and competent (Schneider et al., 2010). Women in settings that require
serious focus may be seen as less likable due to her lack of happy expression and are therefore
subject to backlash when involved in subjects that aren’t considered “ladylike” (e.g., STEM
subjects, military career, politics).
Method
Participants
Undergraduate students at Hunter College of the City of New York participated in this
study as part of their Introductory Psychology course (n = 30). Additional volunteers (n = 35)
were recruited in-person by the researchers, primarily off-campus. Usable data were provided by
a total of 65 participants (34 female, 31 male) with ages ranging from 18 to 65 (M = 31.06, SD =
14.35). Participants identified ethnically with these groups: 49% White/European, 12% Asian,
9% Latinex, 3% Arab or Middle-Eastern, 2% Black/African American, and 7% mixed or other.
The majority were born in the USA (83%, n=54) and had lived always in the USA (77%, n=50).
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Design
Face Gen Artist 2.1 was used to manipulate the degree of femininity and masculinity, as
well as the emotional expression, of twelve computer-generated faces. This facial-manipulation
software allows users to change a value on a scale such as "feminine/masculine" to make the face
change. The user is also able to move the brow up or down to make the face look more or less
angry as well as whether the mouth is smiling or frowning. We designed the faces so that half
(six) of the faces had more stereotypically feminine features, and half had more stereotypically
masculine features. Each computer generated face was used twice in the study. Once it was
introduced as female and another time it is introduced as male, in randomized order, for a total of
24 slides (see Appendix A). Hair and dress were operationalized as gender cues and manipulated
to look like a woman’s hair and dress or a man's hair and dress using Adobe Photoshop elements
12.
Procedure
Two locations were used for the study with one being used as the primary site. The
primary site was a social research lab at Hunter College. Participants completed the study
individually. Consent was given individually. The researcher began by reading a script to the
participant that included a description of the study without giving away the true purpose. That is,
that we are interested in measuring reaction times to emotion. The participants were then
instructed to turn to their computer screen where they read instructions about what is required of
them. In a forced-choice task, they hit the "H" key when they saw a happy emotion and the "A"
key when they saw an angry emotion. Responses were recorded in milliseconds using E-Prime
2.0 reaction time software. Participants viewed 24 slides of what appeared to be twelve women
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and twelve men. Really, only twelve faces are used, each face is presented twice, once as each
gender. This allows us to analyze within-subject data.
When the participant finished the reaction time portion they answered ten survey
questions using paper and pencil. This survey included six demographic questions such as
participant's sex, race, years lived in the US, as well as four questions about their personality
such as how feminine or masculine they consider themselves in terms of traits and behaviors and
how well they think they read other people emotions. Personality questions were presented on a
scale from 1 – 6 (see Appendix B). Debriefing was done by the experimenter following
completion of the survey. The experimenter apologized for the deception, explained why it was
necessary, and asked if they had any questions. The experiment lasted approximately 10-15
minutes.
The second location for data collection was an empty office in the experimenter's place of
employment and permission to use this was given by the experimenter's employer. Non-student
adults participated as volunteers. The procedures used were identical in both locations, except
that a laptop computer was used for data collection in the off-campus location and a desktop
computer was used on-campus. Undergraduate Introductory Psychology students were given
one research credit for participation. Other volunteers were not compensated.
Results
Reaction time results were tested using SPSS statistical software and a full-factorial
2x2x2 repeated-measures ANOVA design. Specifically, the 3 factors compared were facial
features (feminine, masculine), emotional expression (happy, angry), and gender presentation
(women, man) and reaction time was the dependent variable. Predicted results are described
below. The overall ANOVA indicated no significant 3-way interaction (F (1,64) = 2.88, p = .09);
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all three 2-way interactions were significant or marginally significant (p =.06); and main effects
were found only for emotion (as predicted in hypothesis 1).
Sex of observer differences
The sex of the participant was added to analyses as a between-subject factor and mixed
ANOVA’s were conducted to test whether any of the hypothesized results differed between male
and female participants. No significant interactions were found, thus reaction times to these
experimental conditions did not differ across participant sex. All data analyses were then
conducted combining male and female participants.
Hypothesis 1: Happy vs. Angry Emotional Expressions
As predicted, there was a significant main effect for emotion with faster reaction times to
happy faces than to angry faces F(1,64) = 4.74, p <.05 (see Figure1). This is consistent with
prior research (Polermo & Coltheart, 2004; Wells et al., 2016).

Figure 1. Difference in mean reaction times to emotion with a significantly faster response times
to happy expressions (M=975.57, SD=443.33) than to angry ones (M=1107.12, SD=703.41).
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Hypothesis 2: Emotion-by-Facial Features
ANOVA results indicated a significant interaction between facial features and emotion
F(1, 64) = 24.85, p < .001. As Becker et.al (2007) predicted, anger was recognized more quickly
in faces with masculine features (M = 1055.05, SEM = 62.84) than in faces with feminine
features (M = 1156.80, SEM = 79.86). Happiness was recognized more quickly in faces with
feminine features (M = 876.07, SEM = 34.86) than in faces with masculine features (M =
1073.03, SEM = 50.06), as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Facial features-by-Emotion interaction showed that anger was recognized faster on
masculine faces and happiness recognized faster on feminine faces.
Hypothesis 3: Emotion-by-Gender Presentation
We predicted that reaction times would be faster for happiness when participants believe
they're looking at a woman, and faster for anger when they believe they're looking at a man,
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regardless of how feminine or masculine the features are. ANOVA results indicated that the
emotion-by-gender interaction was only marginally significant F(1,64) = 3.42, p = .069. As
predicted, happiness was recognized more quickly than anger on women’s faces. However
results are not in the opposite direction as predicted using men’s faces (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Marginally Significant Gender-by-Emotion interaction. Happiness was recognized
more quickly than anger on women’s faces as predicted, but the trend was in the same direction
for men’s faces.
Additional ANOVA Findings.
Gender-by-features. The gender-by-features interaction was also significant F(1, 64) =
5.08, p = .028. This analysis showed that reaction times were significantly slower to faces of
women with masculine features (M = 1147.87) compared with those with feminine features (M =
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999.62). Similarly, but to a lesser extent, reactions were quicker to men with masculine (M =
982.57) versus feminine features (M = 1035.50).
Three-way interaction. Although the gender-by-features-by-emotion interaction was
only marginally significant (p = .094), it is necessary to consider to see the full pattern and to
interpret the two-way interactions. In figure 4 we see these results separated by emotion. The
results with angry faces showed large effects for physical features with masculine features seen
as angry more quickly than feminine features. For happy faces, results showed a clear
interaction. Masculine features in women produced significantly longer response times than any
of the other three conditions, whose means do not differ significantly from each other.
Figure 4A: Gender by Features for Angry Faces.

Figure 4B: Gender by Features for Happy Faces.
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Figure 4. Three-way Interaction between Emotions, Features and Gender.
Emotion-by-Features for Women’s Faces. Another way of presenting results using all
3 factors is to separate by gender. ANOVA analyses looking at women’s faces showed a
significant interaction between features and emotion F(1,64) = 14.54, p <.001 with significantly
longer reaction times for feminine features expressing anger than for feminine features (see
Figure 5). No significant emotion-by-features interaction was found in analyses using only the
men’s faces.
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Figure 5. Features-by-Emotion interaction for faces presented as women.
Hypothesis 4: Gender Differences in perceptions of Neutral Expressions
Our final hypothesis was that neutral expressions will be more likely to be judged as
anger in women and as happiness in men. We were not interested in reaction times to neutral
emotions as much as we were in the emotion selected by participants. We analyzed emotion
judgments of a neutral expression in a forced-choice response situation. The dependent variable
was a count or percentage of participants choosing happy or angry when they viewed a neutral
expression. Chi-square test of independence was used to determine whether the frequency of
emotion perceived (happy vs. angry) differed between genders (face of a woman vs. man).
Overall, combining across trials and features (8 faces), no significant gender-by-emotion
difference was found χ2 (1, n = 520) = 1.98, p =.16. Overall, female faces were equally likely to
be seen as angry (49.6%) or happy (50.4%). Male faces were viewed as angry less often (43.5%)
than happy (56.5%), but this was not a significant difference.
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The full experimental model required that facial features be added to the analysis.
Results of this chi-square test revealed a significant Gender-by-Emotion difference consistent
with predictions when features were feminine χ2 (1, n = 520) = 5.56, p =.018, but not when
features were masculine χ2 (1, n = 520) = 0.14, p >.05 (see Figure 6). Women with feminine
features were seen as angry 56.2% of the time, whereas men with feminine features were seen as
angry only 41.5% of the time. In contrast, both women and men with masculine features were
more likely to be seen as happy (54.6%, 56.9%).

Figure 6. Chi-square test revealed a significant Gender-by-Emotion difference consistent with
predictions when features were feminine, but not when features were masculine.
The same chi-square analysis was also conducted varying the order of factors so that
genders were separate. This revealed a significant chi-square interaction between features and
emotion for women, but not for men (see Figure 7). Women with feminine features were seen
more often as angry (56%), than those with masculine features (43%).
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Figure 7. A significant chi-square interaction between features and emotion for women, but not
for men. Women with feminine features were seen more often as angry (56%), than those with
masculine features (43%).
Finally, the original hypothesis concerned the phenomenon of “Resting Bitch Face”
(RBF), that is, emotion judgments about neutral expressions on everyday women and men.
Perhaps the most appropriate test of that hypothesis is to simply compare gender-normative
faces. A chi-square for independence was run using a female face with feminine features
compared to a male face with masculine features. A significant interaction was found (X2 (1,
n=130) = 6.04, p = .014) (see Figure 8). As predicted, feminine women were more likely to be
labeled as angry (63%) compared with the masculine man (41% angry).
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Figure 8. Comparison of gender-normative faces showed the feminine woman was more
likely to be labeled as angry (63%) compared with the masculine man (41% angry).
Discussion
Results of this study indicate the need to consider both gender norms and physical facial
features to understand sex differences in perceptions of emotion. Thus, results provide partial
support for both theoretical predictions. We replicated Becker et al.’s (2007) finding that
feminine facial features are seen as happy more quickly and masculine features are recognized as
angry more quickly, regardless of the target’s gender. We found marginally significant support
for our own prediction that gender presentation would influence reaction times to the sexstereotyped emotions (happy and angry), independent of the facial features. However, results
clearly also indicated an interaction between gender and features, such that reactions were
quicker to women with feminine features and men with masculine features, regardless of
emotion. The slowest reactions were to women with masculine features. It is not surprising that
gender-normative faces took less processing time, but this is especially true for women. The
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same finding is apparent in the pattern of the marginally-significant three-way interaction, where
women’s faces in the happy condition elicited larger differences between feminine and
masculine features, compared with men’s faces. Specifically, it took longer to identify happiness
on a woman’s face when her features were masculine, compared to when they were feminine.
Reaction time findings revealed that feminine or masculine features influence how
emotion is perceived for women more so than for men, particularly with happy expressions. A
similar gender difference was found in how participants label a neutral expression. When a
woman’s expression was neutral, she was perceived as angry when her features were feminine
and she was perceived as happy when her features were masculine. In contrast, perceptions of
emotion in men were not affected nearly as much by facial features as they were in women.
Why? This could be indicative of men, overall, being less likely to be affected by stereotyping. It
would make sense that members of a less powerful, less represented group, such as women, are
more susceptible to stereotyping. Recall that participants in Seavey et al.’s (1975) study were
more likely to choose the stereotyped toy when they thought the baby was a girl. Perhaps
because of sex differences in status, a limited picture has been presented of females which results
in more confined social expectations than males (e.g., appearance, behavior).
A unique contribution of this study was the addition of neutral expressions in the
experiment. Participants were forced to rate faces as happy or angry when they were neutral
expressions. This extension of prior research allowed us to test predictions about a recent
cultural phenomenon that appears to have a gender bias. “Resting Bitch Face” is a buzz term
that is used to refer to public figures who look angry in photos when their face is at rest (Rogers
& Macbeth, 2015). Corporate behavioral researchers, Rogers and Macbeth (2015), decided to
investigate why some faces are seen as expressionless while others are seen as off-putting. They
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used a facial recognition software to map 500 points on a human face and assign it an expression
based on eight basic human emotions: happiness, sadness, anger, fear, surprise, disgust,
contempt, and neutral. They started with commonly known public figures who have received the
most ridicule for having RBF such as Kristen Stewart, Kanye West, and Queen Elizabeth.
They found that RBF can be defined as the perception of an unconscious expression of
contempt. ‘Contempt’ can be seen in subtle ways, like one side of the lip pulled back a bit and a
slight tightening around the eyes (Jason & Macbeth, 2015). This makes sense regarding our
results. That is, one face in particular was responsible for the significant difference in ratings.
This was the face in our study labeled “Femine Features Neutral Expression 2” (see Appendix
A). This face was seen as more angry when presented as a woman than when it was presented as
man. Although the emotion was set to “neutral,” there appears to be a slight tightening at the
corners of the eyes which is one of the subtle signs of contempt as defined by Rogers and
Macbeth (2015).
According to Wikipedia, RBF is not exclusive to women, it in fact applies to men as well.
Our results indicate that the face above was more likely to be seen as angry when presented as a
women, not when presented as a man. Based on our findings, we propose that this phenomenon
pertains mainly to how women are judged when they aren’t meeting the culturally-based
expectation that they will be smiling.
We believe this study is the first to date to systematically measure how people respond to
facial features independent of gender cues. However, our findings are consistent with the final
experiment in Becker et al.’s (2007) study that did manipulate gender. They added gendertypical clothing to a face whose features were androgynous and whose emotion was neutral.
Their results indicated that adding gender-typical clothing to an androgynous face with a neutral
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expression influenced judgments of anger and happiness in the opposite direction of what they
predicted based on gender stereotypes that woman are happy and men are angry. When the face
was presented as a woman, participants were more likely to rate it as angry, and when the face
was presented as a man, participants were more likely to rate it as happy.
The researchers interpreted these results as indicating that results obtained in their study
of facial features don’t necessarily reflect cultural expectations in participants. Otherwise, the
tendency would have been to confirm the bias that women are more likely to be happy and men
are more likely to be angry and, when judging neutral faces, participants would have been more
likely to rate women as happy and men as angry. They concluded that the results of their earlier
experiments must be from a natural response to the structure of the human face itself.
We offer an alternative explanation that holds the phenomenon of social backlash
accountable for why neutral expressions may more likely be seen as angry on a woman’s face
but not on a man’s. This type of backlash can be described as social penalties for
counterstereotypic behavior. Previous research on woman as leaders has shown that when
women behave in ways that violated the gender status hierarchy, it causes perceivers’ to form
negative evaluations of them (Schneider et al., 2010, Brescoll et al., 2018). When a woman,
particularly a feminine woman, displayed a breach in status-quo for women to be smiling, she
was perceived as angry or hostile.
A few methodological limitations of the study are worthy of mention. This study did not
include any practice trials to acclimate participants to the task and it appeared that reaction times
were typically slower to the first face. The order of presentation was random so this did not bias
the results but did add additional variance to the analysis that could have been eliminated by a
few practice trials before the experiment started.
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Another limitation of this study may be in the specific faces themselves. Without a
budget, we did all the designing and developing ourselves. Using affordable facial-manipulation
software, we manipulated the faces to be either feminine or masculine, and manipulated how
happy or angry (or neutral) the face was. The degree to which each face used was “feminine” or
“happy” was standardized by the program algorithm, but not pretested by us. To design the
gender presentation of the bodies, we used google images for terms like “women’s top” or
“men’s shirt.” We then took the bodies into Adobe Photoshop Elements 13, erased the faces,
copied the faces from FaceGen and pasted them onto the bodies in Photoshop. A few of the
faces turned out to be unusual or funny looking and several participants commented on them
being “scary” or “ugly.” Additional pilot work could have prevented this potential confound,
although the interesting findings arose from only a subset of the faces tested so variety may be
necessary to detect bias. Future studies should seek to improve the quality of the faces used and
do more pretesting of the faces.
In summary, this study contributes to our understanding of how gender cues and facial
features interact to influence our judgements of others’ emotions. It appears that both masculine
and feminine features on male faces are viewed similarly. For women, however, masculine
features produced significantly longer reaction times when displaying a happy expression. In
other words, a happy woman with feminine features is quickly understood to be happy, whereas
a happy woman with masculine features requires more consideration. Perhaps the woman who
deviates from typical beauty or appearance norms may be judged more harshly than a man who
deviates from those norms. Gender standards for facial appearance may be more constrained for
women than for men.
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Our findings indicate that a woman who deviates from the feminine norm may require
more processing, and if she is not clearly displaying a pleasant expression she may be viewed as
angry or hostile. More research is needed with neutral expressions to better understand why the
same features are more likely to be labeled as angry when the target was a woman than when it
was a man. Clearly, these findings suggest that we must include both physical features of the
face and overall gender presentation of the target, in order to develop better theories of genderbiased judgments of emotional states.
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Appendix B
Demographic Questions: Judging Facial Expressions of Emotions
These were privately self-administered on paper at the end of the study.
1. How old are you (in years)? ________
2. How good do you feel that you usually are at reading other people’s facial expressions?
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
Not at all good
excellent
3. How expressive do you feel that you are at communicating your own nonverbal emotions?
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
Not at all expressive
very expressive
4. What is your sex?
___ Female
___ Male
5. Are you right-handed or left-handed?
___ right-hand dominant
___ left-hand dominant
___ both equally
6. How do you rate yourself on this scale – based on your personality traits?
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
very feminine
androgynous

9
10
very masculine

7. How do you think others see you based on your typical appearance and actions?
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
very feminine
androgynous
very masculine
8. With what racial or ethnic groups do you identify?
- Asian, Southeast Asian or Pacific Islander
- Black or African American (not Hispanic)
- White or European (not Hispanic)
- Hispanic or Latinex
- Arab or Middle Eastern
- Mixed; parents of from different groups (please specify): ________________
- Other (please specify): ________________________________________
9. How long have you lived in the USA?
-- All of my life
-- Since I was ___ years old
-- Other: (please explain): ___________________

